THE    QUESTING    BEAST
Kemal told us tales of his experiences in the Military
School at Constantinople, and Maksout of his experiences
in Kurdistan. I raised smiles when I said London was
more than eight miles from end to end, and that most of
the streets in the centre were paved with wood. To
Kemal I spoke French, to Maksout, broken Russian; the
two spoke Turkish between them, and we managed to
carry on three-party conversation in Russian.
We watched spiders in their webs, and hunted daily
for lice. Maksout later on began to develop a mild form
of dysentery, and the three of us grew paler and paler and
thinner and thinner. Armenian prisoners in chains shuffled
to the same latrine as we did, and many suffered from
worms. My constitution held out in an incredible way, but
my nerves were wearing themselves out. We knew we were
waiting for the end, but we did not know when or how
it would come. The hopelessness of semi-starvation and
the lack of something to do or even think about drove
us nearly demented.
A climax came in a fight between Maksout and Kemal
over watching a spider catch a fly. The guard intervened
and saved bloodshed just in time.
Nights were interminably long. Days always the
same. I began to think more than I had ever done before
and search for the reason for things. I thought on God
and religion, on war and peace, and on my strange life
from the age of seventeen to now. I was just twenty-two.
As the weeks rolled by I did not care whether I lived or
died, and as the weeks became months I longed to get
away from it all and die at once.
I drew a calendar on the wall and marked off the days.
I wrote up a list of months, and we all took turn to jab